
“S’outh Lake Union Neighborhood’ Plan
Attachment A - Transportation
Transportation and Traffic
Gem-d Background: SouthLake Urnonis  a major
traflic generator of vehicular trips due to the auto
oriented nature ofbusinesses  in the area qd a maj or
~pi~t  Ofp=S-tbfO@ tips owing to its connecdon
to regional links (I-5 and Aurora) for surrounding
neighborhoods and activities (e.g. %atde  Center).

WMirr the neighborhood, all trtic  is handled on
conventiotr~  city streets, a few of which are
designated as arterials.

Eastlwestbffickservwlbytwoeorridors,  Demy Way
along the neighborhed’s  southern boundary and the
MerceriValley  corridor atthe south end ofLakeUnion.
Denny Way connects to I-5 southbound and serves
cot ordySouthLakeUnionb.it  also LowwQue3rrAnnq
Denny Triangle, Belltown and the Watefiont.  The
lMercM511qKmlpktcome  ctsti b3tbNortbarKi Soistb
I-5 and serves Queen Anne, hlagnoli+  Fremon\
portions ofBallar& lXnnyTriangleandEMtownand is
one oftwo optioni  to get &oumd Lake Union  ,Botb of
these corridors are exkrnelycqgesred  and opemte  at
orEeyondcapacity  severdhoursaday andduringr@or
Seattle Center ewnts.

NorWsouthtiGis  somewbatbetw  sES-@owingin-
pamotheparrdklflows  ofI-5 andsR%  (Aurora) an.drn
parttothef&dlztfblmt&kcarryirmsnalffovm  The
DexterAverruecorndorcamiestrafEc  arrdbicyclesilom
dovmtowntothxrrthcrxiof@m%andisgexdiy
fi+e.-flo~,  WesdakeAwe  arxMtbAwnue(oneway
couplets) also sexves i+om downtown to North Queen

.Annea@excqtwba&lreyo.ussMa’ce$am,qmaily
ii%xlowing  TheEastk&cmlidorisontbeeas&nsdge
of the neighborhood and connects tl-om downtown to
Eastlake  andtheUniver@Dktrict  It is genemilyi?ee-
flova& Thet&tir corridor, Fain&vAvenue,  conmxts
fiorrrdowrriowntol%stlakeandisirnpctsdat  eross!ngs
withDmnyWaymdMcmerAvtrrue  Cong@onaround
theM-mmpstoI-5  is,the mostprcbkrnadcduation

Traffic growth will undoubtedly condrrue on streets
in South Lake Union. This will not occur so much

Analysis
due to new development, as the se~ce area is
generally built out, but rather to redevelopment as
less intensive uses are replaced by more intense uses.
TbiswiUrxxxrinSouthLakeUnio~  aswellas,  Lower
QueerrArme,  Denny Triangle and BeMown.

Transit has not been a signit%ant  factor in serving
trips to and fkom South Lake Union.. while several
routes do traverse the neighborhood, they area not
codinated  to serve the ne@rborbood.  Until rexntly
parking has always been available and probably
served as a disincentive to tmrrsit  use.

Parking Parking dynamics vary widely within the
neighbOdrc@  acditbasordybearkr  tbepastfw~
that a noticeable probkxnhas surfaced. South Lake
Union has q“oyedi&  on-streetparkirrg andberreikd
ilomrrursrerouslow  cost sorficeparkirrglots  scattered
throughouttherreigjrborhocd  The6rstareato feldre
pressarrewastkWate&t3ntwhexe  numemus succes+&
arearmtraqam arrdbusinesses bavetaxedthe  limited
SUPPIY. The  second  area to feel the pressure was
Cascade, where a recent zoning change allowed
residen6aldevelopmerrt  tokx  COllStlUCtS’dWithOUt any

parking requiremq_ds. This has upset the delicate ~
baIance that existed betw~ area businesses ad
residents as they i.irared the avalableparking supply.
Nowtbere is exkeme competition forparkingtbat  is
detrimental to areabusinesses.

Elsewhere,” in the greater neighborhood, surface
parking lots are being converted for new
development as South L&e Union experiences the
development boom in Seattle. Theaelots  sewe. mainly
employees of the area businesses. In the absence of
any s~ategy to replace the lot spaces or provide
alternate access, it is unclear what business decisions
will  be made to address this situation

Mes-ceriVailey  Whenlnterstate5 through downtown
Seattle opened during the mid- 1960s, Mercer  Street
west of I-5 took on a whole new service fiction. It
becar-netheregional  access coomctionto/fromI-5  for
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Queen Anne ~ the lower Queen Anne business
&tri@ andtherrmv  Seattle regional recreadonal  cmter
site that evolved horn the 1962 World’s Fair. But a
major corridorisrrpmvemmtwas  intherm.khg  - known
as the Bay Freeway. The Bay Freimay would provide
an expresway connection betwea I-5 and a planned
extension OftheAlaskan  Way Vladucf-then  knowir  as
the Northwest ExpressvaytoBallard  and beyond.

As planbing  for the Bay Freeway dragged on over
tie, an interim improvement was implemented that
resulted in the Mercer/%lley-Broad  “coupiet”  that
still operates today. Attempts to implement the Bay
Freeway concept, in whole or in part, have failed
including scaled back version contained in the
“Commons” proposal of 1994/95.
Subsequent studies appear to have failed to accu-

rately redetie the fiction of the Mercer MC cor-
ridor, The prevailing belief has been that the primary
corridor function is to carry trfic between I-5 asrd
areas west ofAuroraAvenue  - most notably the Se-
attle Center, Queen Anne, and Demy Regrade areas
(via Broad Street in the latter case). There is also a
beliefthatAurora Avenue needs to be comected  to
I-5 viathe Mercer corridor. These furrctions in fact
do not consthute the majority of existing tTa5c use
of the ‘1-5iMercer  Street ramp system.

Toderstadthe&sdngtraf6ciinc&m  oftbeMemr-
Valley corridor, onemustfirstlook atbafiic  counts and
tmrringmowrnentsrnthe  cosridorsemicqarea Figure
A-1 belowihstrates  average weekday PMpeakhour
tdic counts as best they can be assembled and
adjusted flom recent studies in the area. This set of
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counts does not appear to reflect any major event
activity at Seattle Centerdqring the 4:3o to 5 :30pm
peak hour.

During the peak hour, trtic flow is predominantly
eastbound to I-5, with a total peak hour count of
4,000 vehicles on the I-5 on-ramps. The count on
the Mercer Street undercrossing  ofAuroraAvenue
ii about 2,000, about one-third of which is not des-
tined for 15. The count on the Broad Street
rmderdrossingis910, less than half of which is des-
tined to I-5.

An estimate of PM peak hour traffic flow to/from
the I-5 ramps is illustrated on Figure A-2 below.
This estimate was prepared from a study of trafEc
trrming movements ~ongMercer  and Valley Streets. ~~

The eastbound flow patterns may be largely charac-
terized as trips from the corridor service area
business and employment uses to homes elsewhere
in the regio~ whereas westbound trafEc flow would
be characterized as trips horn employment locations
elsewhere to corridor service area homes.

It is estimated that less tbrmhalfof aUPMpeak  hour
eastbound trips to the I-5 on-ramps come from west
to AuroraAvenue (35% via Mercer, 11% via Broad).
The balance of eastbound trips on the Mercer  and
Broad Stieetrmdermossing ofi+wrorab  desdnadons
ofWestlake Avenue N, FaiMew Avenue N, Mercer
Street to EastlakeAvenue, and witlinthe South Lake
Union mmmrrrrity. The greater propordon of the I-5
on-ramp trips come from businesses in the South Lake
U n i o n  &d Denny Trias@e  cormmm+ty  =.

PM Pcdi Iiour 1-5 Ramp Tral’fic  .Acccss/I)istril] uti(Jn Patterns* FieureA-2
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Westbound trat%cvolumes  have an evenless expcted
distribution pattern. Ooly about ss~. are destined
to areas west ofAurora - ih the Mercer/Broad  cor-
ridors. Another 30’70 orient northwest along
Westlake Avenue. Some, of course, have destina-
tions rdong Westlake  Avenue. But the majority likely
have some very diverse destinatio~ in North Queen
Anne, MagnoliL and perhaps even to Fremont  and
as fir northwest as Ballard.

Tl& currentMercersituadonis acornbhadon  ofsevere
eastbound trafEccongesdonalongMercerStreddur-.
ing aflssnwnti  ccupkdwiththeconvolutedti

of westbound trafEc via VaIley and Broad S!xets.

The primary eastbound tratlic “bottleneck’ istbe in-
tersecdon  oi%fercer  and Fairview.  FigureA-3 below

illustrates the tdic queues and congestion along
Mercer  Street and its approaches caused by the in-
tersection The Mer~r/Faimiew and Mercer/Dexter
intersections are calculated to operate at LOS C or
betteq ifnot influenced by the &c backups fiomthe
MemerlFair&win&secdon ButtmfEc  backups &om
tbeMercer/Fa&iew  intersecdons caused these inter-
sections to appear to operate at LOS F.

The Mercer/Fairview  intersection bottleneck also
causes long backups south along Fairview Avenue –
otlm extended south to Harrison Street and beyond.
Hence, the Fairview intersections with Republican
and Harrison frequently appear to be operating at
LOS F, ~therthantheir calculated LOS of C and B
respwtively.  A similar situation occurs for tie inter-
se&ion ofiepublican  and We+ak&.
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The intersection of Mercer/Sth  Avenue is often
blocked, or partially blocked, by Mercer traffic;
and, though signal time serving the 9th Avenue ap-
proach can be adequate, the Mercertra61c  queues
do not provide sufllcient  trafdc “acceptance space.”
Southbound 9th Averrue trtic operations are ham-
pered by the crossover movemem  fr~m Broad to
Mercer. This combination of events often causes
!%hAvenue tratlic queues to block orpardallyblock,
the 9thAveimeNalley intersection. It also causes
some ~astbound  traffic on Broad Street destined
to I-5 to make the crossover at Terry Avenue. The
Mercer/Terry  intersection is not si.grakzed; there-
fore eastbound trafiic on Mercer does not respect
intersection clearance laws. This causes the Mer-
cer~eny  intersection to operate at LOS F; and it
results in some “very testy situations” caused by
motorists on the Terry Avenue approach, This
whole combination of events often causes traffic
backups in the outer eastbound lane ofBroad Stieet
west to its Aurora Avenue underpass or beyond.

Whhout  resolution of the cnndfions causing back-
ups on the Mercer/VaUey couplet in the area ilom
the I-5 ramps to 9th Avenue, access to and egress
from South Lake Union Ps& and properties in the
i m m e d i a t e  c o r r i d o r  areawillbe”difticuk.

TWough mnvob.sted  irr routing viaValleyardBroad
Streets as an opposing direction “couple” to Memer
Stieet,  the westbound corndortrafllc flows remark-
ablywdl-fitlxxef  nrdiarw%hbqmatkm  Howeva,

. it does pose a number ofkafiic “ymaving”  and lane-
cbange problem ilomthejurrcdon oftheI-5 NB and
SB off-ramp to Westk&eAv~e.  T@.pmblem  is ex-
acerbated by the 90degee  turns st Mercer/Fakview
and atFaim&vNalleywhichlirnit  &xrtbre@t  0fk3M

choice decisions that must be madeaftereachti
Once reaching the ValleyPMstlake  irrtmection,  trailic
destiried  to areas south of Seatde.Center  find rea-
sonably straightforward paths via Broad Street.
However, traffic to north Seattle Center and upper/

lower Queen Anne have more convoiutionsto  negO-
tiate —an exit to 5th Avenue at Harrison, right-turn
to north on 5thAvenue across Mercer Street to Roy
Street, then west on Roy Streets as the contirrue,d
reverse &e@on  “cbuple”  withMer&r  Street, When
this ti.sfEic  movement is exacerbated by traffic to an
early everring major event at Seattle Center, it cre-
ates backups from the 5th Avenue/Harrison
intersection onto Broad Street (as noted above). It
tier congests the 5thAvenue/Mercer  “crossover”
intersection% obstructing both direcdons  of east-west
trai%c  flowtbroughthe Mercer corridor.

Summa%
Memer/Valley Observations
.

●

✎

✎

The existing trafEc patterns ilong the Mercer
corridor do not fit the former Bay Freeway para-
di~ which was to devise an improvement that
primarily serves~c volumes between I-5 and
areas west ofAurora. The majori~ of existing
I-5 access trips via the Mercer ramps has or-
igins or destinations east ofAuroraAvenue.

The piinrary exkdng’’bottlenecl? of eastbound
traflic flow on Mercer  Street is the Mercer/Fair-
view islterSeCtiOm  Nearly  &vo-thirds  of ti tiC
afFected  bytbis  bottleneck is traftic with origins
arrd/or destinations east ofAuroraAvenue in the
South LakeUnion plarining  area and Denny Tri-
angle areas.

Ifa capacity improvement were to be made at
theMercer/Fairviewirstersecdon,  the eastbound
trailic choke point would move west to the Mex-
cer/Dexter  intersection. This would alleviate
trat3ic congestion within the South Lake Union
planning area, but not allow an appreciable in-
crease in peak hour eastbound trafEc volumes
from west ofAuroraAverme  (viaMercer Street).

Because of the congestion to I-5 north from the
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Denny corridor for trafEc from the Denny Re-
.mde  area (see Global Consideratioris below),
an improved connection fkom eastbound Broad
Street to eastbound Mercer  would be desirable.

● Westboundtraffm  flow and operations horn the
I-5 off-ramps to the Va.Uey/L3roadStreet  corr-
idor could be improved by reconm-uction  of the
VaUeyiFairviewintersection  to improve the ma-
jori@westbwrrd t@Ec movement tlomFairview

“’ Avernseto Valley Streetj  together Withlruie  sign-
irrgimprovements.

. Westlake traffic flow from Valley Street to Se-
attie  Cent,er  and the lower/upper Queen Anne
communities corsid  be vastly improved by a

straight-tbrougb  wmection  across or urrderAu-
ror-aAvcxme  from Valley Street to Roy S@eet.

. The high tr.aflic volumes on both Mercer and
Valley %eets create a great impedimcdto  north-
south bicycle  and pedestrian access to SoUth
Lake UnionPak  and the Marine Heritage Cen-
ter; centered afong Terry Avenue. Park parking
is anticipated to expand on the south side ofVal-
leyAvemre.  There$orq  ir-nprovememts  to t%litate
north-south pedestrian circulation across Mer-
cer rmd Valley Streets is highly desirable.

“Global” Traffic Considerations
TraflicusingtheMercerP&Iky  conidoris  sigrriiicarrtly
influenced by the I-5 ramp corr@urations at Stew-
art/OlivelHowell.  From I-5 north, !mi3ic flows into
the Denny Triar@e  Regrade areas via the reversible
roadwa~  but the Olive on-ramp is a poor comple-
ment to the I-5 northbound mainline roadway. tier
the course of a whole weekday, inbound flow &om
I-5 north via Stewart to@ls 19,300 vehicles, versus
only 9,300 in the outbouod (return) direction The
majority ofthis  traflic  imbalance shifts to the Mercer
corridor. Consequerrdy,  eastbound tmffic flowirrthe

Mercer/ValIey  corridor is much higher than west-
bound tTS3fiiC  flOW.

Currently the Mercer on-ramps to I-5 are relatively
tie-flowing east  ofiairview,  except  when accident
situations cause either dmection of I-5 to, fully con-
gest. Northbound irafEc.vo~es  on I-5 northbound
capa@y north of the CBD is the section of I-5 be-
.Iwem Mercer  and SR-520.  The flow capacity of
this segment of I-5 is reduced by the well-known
‘Wlercer/Roanoke  weave”. If the trafi5c “weave”
between the I-5 mainline left:side  Mercer  on-ramp
and the SR-520 off-ramp ‘wuld be resolve& I-5 may
be able to pennanenf.ly  accmnirmdate the northbound
trellic”fd &omtheMercer  Streetcorridor,  or any
irnprovememts  tkereof  This issue sbouIdbeirrcluded
intheTranaLake Skudy that is now getting underway
under direction of the WSDOT.

The HoweUli?aleirrtersecdonis  a nrajorpiirrt  ofcon-
gestion fortrrdlic  approaching the I-5 southbound
on-ramp and the I-5 northbound on-ramp to there-
versible roadway viaHoweli  street andyale  Avenue.
Denny Way,– the ordy parallel ofI-5 access alteroa-
tiwtotheMacer/Wky  corrklor-khighly  cmgested.
Any fin-ther  studies of the Mercer/Vrdley  corridor
should also include the Denny Way corridor, and the
I-5 Stewart/Howell/Olive I-5 icce.ss  system.

Another not quite so apparent global issue for the
Mercer/Valley  corndoris access to the&rskarr Way
Viaduct fiomthe  Seattle Center/QueenAnne afq
and access,to  I-5 and 1-90 from the Alaskan Way
Viaduct. The 1,985 South Lake Union Land Use
and Transportation Plan offered some suggestions
that should be revisited, The crossovers between
theAkkarrWayVmduct  and I-5 at RoyalBrougbaro
and Spokane Streets should be g&en  priority atten-
tionintheNorthDuwarr-M  TramportationStudy  that
is (currently ~derway?) through joint sponsorship
of the City of Seatde”arrd the Port of Seatde.
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Part of the Bay Freeway psradi.gr  has been to im-
prove the comection  between Aurora Avenue and
I-5 via the Mercer corridor. From the north on Au-
rora Avenue, there is a crossover opportunity in the
N. 45th/5Gth Street mrndor. South ofN.40tA Street
there is no fiuther wuthbound tra5c access to Au-
rora Avenue that would desire crossover at Mercer
Street. North of the Royal Brougham/1 st Avenue
ranips to the Alaskan:Way  Vladu~  the only other
access to A&oraAvenue (via the Broad Street tun-
nel) is &omWeqemAvenue  immediately west of the
tunnel. Anytraflic  destined to I-5 at this access point
could alternatively use Broad Stree4 ifa better con-
nection fiomBroad  Stied and ElliottAvenue already
exists. However, an improvement of the southbound
trafEc  movement from ElliottAvemre  to the Alaskan
Way Viaduct is desirable.
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